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Yet the Italians have the credit for the early development of the
opera, and particularly for its development of melody; but
the German composers carried onward the work of the Italians
to still greater success.
The advance of opera came with the advance of Courts.
Sovereigns and princes and the high aristocracy like expensive
amusement, and have the means of paying for it. In the
eighteenth century every prince wanted to have a c Versailles.'
Louis XIV, the model of grand monarchs, encouraged the
legitimate drama, the magnificent classical pieces of Corneille
and Racine; but the eighteenth-century monarchs, though
willing and pleased to view a classical play from time to time,
frequently wanted something lighter. The opera gave them
what they looked for, amusement, interesting dramatic repre-
sentation, and music with plenty of those airs that their souls
delighted in.
Besides the monarchs, the rich, cultured bourgeoisie were
taking a great interest in opera. The old merchant families of
Hamburg, in their great town-houses and country-houses, had
splendid libraries and music-rooms, and patronized talent.
It was at Hamburg that Handel produced his Almira on
January 8, 1705. Although music has never been an easy
profession, nor one which conferred much wealth, the great
musicians of the eighteenth century may be said, on the whole,
to have fared passably well. Certainly two of the masters of
the age, Handel and Gluck, did so.
George Frederick Handel was born at Halle, in Prussian
Saxony (Prussian since 1648), on February 23, 1685, the same
year as Johann Sebastian Bach was born. The father was a
barber-surgeon, who tried to keep his son away from the
career of music; but even as a small boy Handel showed a
determination to do nothing else, and adhered steadily to this.
A half-brother was valet de chambre, or footman, at the little
Court of the Duke of Saxe-Weissenfels. The boy Handel, on
a visit to his brother, made friends with the Court musicians,
and was allowed to play on the organ. The good Duke, hearing
Handel play, and taking a kindly interest, advised the father